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THE WHITE HOUSE 


WAS H lN G TOM 


Saturday, July 24, 1965 
8:15 p. m. 


MEMORANDUM FOR THE PRESIDENT 

SUBJECT: The History of Recommendations for Increased US Forces 

in Vietnam 


This story relates almost entirely to 1965. When you became President, US 
forces in Vietnam totalled 16,000. On 31 December 1964, they totaled 23,000. 
Today they are between 75 and 80,000, and you are considering increases of 
another 100,000 between now and November. 

In December and January, our attention did not focus upon increased ground 
forces. We were trying to get the Huong Government to pull up its socks, 
and we were preparing to authorize air strikes at the right moment. We had 
no recommendations from the military for major ground force deployments. 

At the end of January, after Bob and I discussed with you our growing doubts, 
you sent me to Vietnam. During that trip, the attack on Pleiku occurred and 
in February, you put into effect the program of limited air strikes against 
North Vietnam, and unlimited air action in South Vietnam. It is in this con¬ 
nection that the Joint .Chiefs of Staff recommended, and you approved, the de¬ 
ployment of Marines to Danang. Two battalion landing teams were approved 
for such deployment on February 25. 

The bombing did not reverse the situation and we did not expect it would. In 
the first week of March, you sent General Harold Johnson to Vietnam. He 
returned with three basic recommendations: 

First, a 21-Point program of small actions which was 
promptly approved; 

Second,, a deployment of a tailored division force either 
to the highlands or to certain bases; and 

Third, a four division ground force to contain infiltration by land. 

The last two recommendations were tentative in form and were not pressed 

to a decision. General Taylor, in an important dispatch on March 16 (Saigon 3003) 
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weighed the pros and cons of a single US division and recommended that 
judgment be reserved. 

At the end of March, General Taylor visited Washington and there was dis¬ 
cussion of a possible three-division force, as suggested by the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff, but Taylor himself was skeptical and reported a similar skepticism 
in Prime Minister Quat. The Secretaries of State and Defense recommended 
that the decision be deferred and that instead we should approve deployment 
of two additional Marine battalions and an 18-20,000 man increase in other 

US support forces. This recommendation was accepted in the first days of 
April. 

The study of ground-force deployment continued in April, and on Tuesday, 
April 20, McNamara, Taylor, Wheeler, Sharpe, Westmoreland, McNaughton, 
and William Bundy met in Honolulu. At that point there were 2,000 Koreans 
and 33,000 US troops in the country, and an additional 18,000 were already 
approved. After the Honolulu discussions, McNamara recommended 
additional deployments leading to a total strength of 82,000 -- including 
13 combat battalions. Part of this recommendation was given formal approval 
on April 21; and other parts, on May 15. This set of recommendations was 

the most important between January and the present, and I attach McNamara's 
memorandum of April 21. 

♦ 

Early in May, you requested $700 million for Vietnam, and our defense of 

this request and related statements made it clear that additional forces were 

being sent. On June 16, McNamara gave a full public exposition, announcing 

the planned deployment of 15 battalions, with a total military strength of 
70-75,000. 

• 

Meanwhile, on June 11, after discussions with MACV and Ambassador Taylor, 
the Joint Chiefs recommended additional deployments to a total of 116,000. 

The most important element in this recommendation was the air-mobile 
division*. On June 19 you gave approval to the necessary preparatory steps 
for these deployments, without deciding on the deployment itself. 

On July 2, the Joint Chiefs produced a further recommendation for a total 
troop strength of 179,000, again in coordination with MACV and Ambassador 
Taylor. Before approving this recommendation, you sent McNamara to 

Vietnam. With marginal modifications, it is this recommendation which is 
now before you for decision. 

The essence of this history, I think, is that initially we all had grave objections 
to major US ground force deployments. Even those in favor, (like my brother 
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Bill), wanted to try other things first, and none of us was prepared to 
urge on Westmoreland things he was not urging on us. 

Then when we got major bases of our own, largely for air action, we moved 
quite promptly to protect them. These deployments did not give us bad 
reactions, and it became easier for Westmoreland to propose, and for us 
to accept, additional deployments. Thus, between the end of March and 
the beginning of July --a period of only three months -- we moved from 
recommended force levels of 33,000 to recommended force levels of 
180,000. We also moved from the mission of base security to the mission 
of active combat in whatever way seems wise to General Westmoreland. 

I have found this review instructive. It suggests to me that McNamara's 
Plan 3 is better than his other two plans. I think we should now approve 
the recommended deployments through November. I think that at the same 
time we should explicitly and plainly reserve decision about further major 
deployments. After all, we have not yet had even a company-level engagement 
with Viet Cong forces which choose to stand their ground and fight. 


McG.B. 
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This story relates almost entirely to 1965 v _When.._you became President, US . 
forces in Vietnam totalled 16,00.0, Oq_ 3.LD.ecember j.964, they totaled 23,000. 

‘ T oday they are be.tw.e.en 75 and 80,000, and you are considering increases of 
* another 100,000 between now and November. v 

In Decembe r and Januar y, our attention did not focus upon increased ground 
forces^ W'e^were trying to get the Huong Government to pull up its socks,, 
arid we were preparing to authorize air strikes at the right moment. We had 
no recommendations from the military for major ground force deployments. 

. « 

At the end of January.,, after Bob and I discussed with you our growing doubts, 

: you s^ent me..to„Vietnam. .^ During th at trip t.he_attack Qri Pleik:u~oi:nurt^d''and 
iif February, you put into effect the program of limited air strikes against 
North Vietnam, and unlimited air action in South Vietnam. It is in this con- 
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nection that the Joint Chiefs of Staff recommended, and you approved, the de- 
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ployment of Marines to Danang. Two battalion landing teams we re..approved 

for such deployment on February ’Zffi" " 

. . ... . .. ‘ * . 
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The bombing did not reverse the situation and we did not expect it would. In 

the _first week of March, you sent General Harold Johnson to Vietnam. He 
returned with three basic recommendations: 

First, a 21-Point program of small actions which was 
promptly approved; 

Second, a deployment of a tailored division force either 

9 * ... i • , 

to the highlands or to certain bases; and 

* 

Third, a four division ground force to contain infiltration by land. 

* 

The last two recommendations were tentative in form ana were not pressed 
to a decision. General Taylor, in an important dispatch on_March 16 (Saigon 3003) 
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weighed the pros and cons of a single US division and recommended that 

«■ _, * . ... --- —■ 

judgment be reserved. 

At the end of March, General Taylor visited Washington and there was dis¬ 
cussion of a possible three-division force, as suggested by the Joint Chiefs 

■ ... _ 

*of Staff;* but Taylor himself was skeptical and reported a similar skepticism 
in Prime Minister Quat. The Secretaries of State and Pefense recommended 
that the decision be deferred and that instead we should approve deployment 
of two additional Marine battalions and an 18-20,000 man increase in other 
US support forces. This recommendation was accepted in the first days of 
April. 

The study of ground-force deployment continued in April, and on Tuesday, 

April 20, McNamara, Taylor, Wheeler, Sharpe, Westmoreland, McNaughton, 
and William Bundy met in Honolulu. At that point there were 2,000 Koreans 
and 33,000 US troops in the country; and an additional 18,000 were already ^ - 
appjroved._ After the Honolulu discussions, McNamara recommended iX-— 

additional deployments leading to a total strength of 82,000 -- including -r ‘3 ^ 
13 combat battalions. Part of this r^co'mmendation was given formal approval 
on April 21; and other parts, on May 15. This set of recommendations was 
the most important between January and the present, and I attach McNamara’s, 
memorandum of April 21. 


Early in May, you requested $700 million for Vietnam, and our defense of 
this request and related statements made it clear that additional forces were 
being sent. On June 16, McNa mara gave a full public exposition, announcing 
the planned deployment of 15 battalions, with a total military strength of 
70-75,000. 
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Meanwhile, on Ju ne 11 , after discussions with MACV and Ambassador Taylp^V^ /,, 
the Joint Chiefs recommended additio nal deployments to a total of 116*000. 

The moSTf important element in this recommendation was the air-mobile ~ ^ 

division. On June 19 you gave approval to the necessary preparatory steps 
for these deployments, without deciding on the deployment itself. 

O n Jul y 2, the Joint Chiefs produced a further recommendation for a total 7^ yf/a f\ 
troop strength of 179, 000, again in coordination with MACV and Ambassador > 'v^. I 
Taylor. Before approving this recommendation, you sent McNamara to ^ 

Vietnam. With marginal modifications, it is this recommendation which is J 7 

now before you for decision. ^ . / — 1/ , j y J;A 
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The essence of this history, I think, is that Initially we all had grave'objections 
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to major US ground force deployments. Even those in favor, (like my brother 
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3111}, wanted io try other things first, and none of us was prepared to 
ur'-'e on Westmoreland things he was not urging on us. 

Then when we got major bases ox our own^^argely for air action, we moved 

quite promptlv^to^prd tecT theml."These deployments did not give us bad 

"r eactions", and it became easier for Westmoreland to propose, and for us y 
to accept, additional deployments. Thus, between the en d of M arch and ^ 
the beginning of July --a period of only three months --we movecTfrom /K 2 5? 
recommended force levels of 33,000 to recommended force levels of 
180,000. We aiso moved from the mission of base security to the mission 
of active combat in whatever way seems wise to General Westmoreland. 

I have found this review instructive. It suggests to me that McNamara's 
Plan 3 is better than his other two plans. I think we should now approve 
the recommended deployments through November. I think that at the same 
tim e we should explicitly and plainly reserve decision about further major 
deployments. After all, we have not yet had even a company-level engagement 
with Yiet Cong forces which choose to stand their ground and fight. 


McG.B. 
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